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Abstract 


Reading, as well as comprehension, is a fundamental skill that should be acquired to 
become literate. Being literate in any language requires proficiency in speaking, listening, 
writing, and reading. The development of these language skills is needed to become a competent 
learner. While reading and comprehension ought to be hand-in-hand, without comprehension, 
learners are not able to make meaning from what is read. Our culture plays an important role in 
our development, socially and academically. This thesis was designed to increase the knowledge 
of elementary level teachers to promote literacy development among ELL students. It also 
outlines strategies through the implementation a professional development workshop to make 


teachers aware of the importance of culture in reading and comprehension among ELLs. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 


Growing up as an only child, my neighbors and cousins were the closest peers I had as 
my siblings. However, I was much older than my cousins, so I acted like the “big sister". On the 
contrary, at school, I was very reserved and did not have many friends; I looked forward to 
coming home and interacting with my "siblings". We often played school and re-enacted 
everything that went on in our classes/schools. 

My dream was always to become a great teacher. At this young age, I enjoyed helping 
with homework, doing projects and being a facilitator. Right after high school, I pursued this 
dream. I was accepted into a teacher's college where I completed my first bachelor's degree in 
primary education. I knew this was my passion; I wanted to be a great teacher and help the 
younger generation to maximize their full potential. 

According to Lynch (2019), the great leader, Nelson Mandela, once said “Education is 
the most powerful weapon we can use to change the world." I would like to think that this 
profession “hand-selected” me. I gained five years of experience working with students ranging 
from the third to the sixth grade in Jamaica. Our primary language is English, but we do speak a 
creole, called Patois/Patwah. It is a mixture of many languages as a result of the ethnic groups 
who settled in Jamaica, namely English, Spanish, French and Africans. After my 5° year, I 
decided to become a global educator and challenge myself to go beyond my comfort zone. It has 
been four years since I migrated to the United States of America, where I have been working in 
the 4° grade. I am currently employed at a rural elementary school in North Carolina. 

In my time here, I have experienced culture shock on many occasions; I have met a 


diverse set of people with intriguing cultures/traditions. With the five years of experience I 


gained back home, I do not think I was prepared mentally for what laid ahead. I encountered 
students and families with limited English. Some of these families had recently migrated and 
were also challenged to learn a new culture in the US. With this culture shock, it led me to 
discover how important culture plays as a primary factor in the learning process. 

As the classroom teacher, I felt like it was my job to be hospitable and welcoming to 
these new students and families. I thought of them feeling out of place like my family and I felt 
when we first moved to the United States. I developed a great sense of compassion and engaged 
in community building to ensure that even though the languages and cultures may be barriers, 
students were accepted based on their backgrounds. Most of the community building took place 
during the morning meetings as we gather at arrivals. Students had the opportunity to express 
themselves using many mediums and share about themselves. 

As a part of my project proposal, I have developed and will implement a professional 
development workshop to make teachers aware of the importance of culture in reading 
comprehension among English Language Learners (ELLs). Since I have gained experience only 
at the elementary level, this professional development workshop will be done among teachers at 
the 3" to 5" grade levels. This workshop is specifically designed to help teachers with the 
orientation process of ELL students and families. It also seeks to bring awareness of the role 
students' backgrounds play in facilitating the learning process. Teachers will be informed using 
activities, methodologies and strategies that they can use to help students become proficient in 
the language domains of learning, thus positively impacting the literacy ability of their students. 

Since I have decided to become a global educator, each year I have at least two students 
in classroom who are identified as ELLs. I would imagine that each class or grade level is faced 


with similar situations. Being a public school, administration is very welcoming to all families 


who wish to enroll in the institution. This is a burning need behind this project since I struggled 
greatly with helping these new students to maximize their greatest potential before being 
promoted to the next grade. Being an international teacher faced with culture shock and limited 
experience, meant that I needed to be innovative and a researcher. 

I believe a great teacher is one who goes beyond just knowing the names of the students. 
Teachers should develop a bond with students to help them be comfortable enough to express 
themselves freely. This helps to engage teachers in becoming culturally responsive to our 
students. Playing this role of building an alliance, develops a bond with students to help them be 
more confident. They know how valued their opinions will be and the encouragement that is 
behind it. Herrera and Murray (2016) explained that “А warm demander is a teacher who 
establishes a caring student-teacher relationship to help students succeed (pp.98-99)." I also 
believe that my role as a teacher is to facilitate growth by using activities that will challenge 
students so that they can apply their thinking. 

It is important that teachers also recognize that all students come to the learning process 
with some amount of knowledge. It is our job to build on their knowledge. According to Short, 
Becker, Cloud, Hellman, Levine, and Cummins (2018), “teachers tap their learners’ prior 
knowledge purposefully in their teaching. They try to determine what gifts and talents students 
bring to the classroom, what interests motivate them, what life experiences they have had that are 
curriculum" (p. 77). 

While in elementary school, my teachers would often use motivation affirmations such 
as, “Shoot for the stars and you might land on the clouds” and “Only your best is good enough.” 
These affirmations have played an important role in my teaching career as I still live by them. 


They have helped me to aim high at all times. As an educator, I believe that students should be 


exposed to the power of “yet”. Learning is a lifelong process; everything won't be easy. Students 
need to understand that time is their greatest friend. I want my students to develop critical 
thinking skills, problem solving skills as well as how to communicate effectively. With all these 
hopes, I want teachers to always develop this perspective and engage in the development of 
skills, such as differentiation, questioning strategies, and small grouping/cooperative learning 
activities to foster learning. 

Like all other native English language speaker, ELL students should be a part of the 
decision-making process in the classroom. They ought to feel validated and know that their 
opinions/ ideas are also important. While traditional assessments have their places in all 
classrooms, I believe that students’ intelligence and abilities should not be solely based in them. 
Using portfolios, projects, presentations, and observations, are suitable alternatives that can be 


used to assess students’ skills and abilities. 


Chapter 2: Literature Review 


English Language Learners (ELLs) are students whose native or primary language is not 
English. Some of these students and their families have migrated from their home countries to 
explore opportunities in the United States. According to The United States Department of 
Education (2022), “English learners (ELs) are a growing part of the K—12 student population. 
Between the 2009—10 and 2014—15 school years, the percentage of EL students increased in 
more than half of the states, with increases of over 40 percent in five states" (p. 1). As a result, 
U.S. school systems should be equipped with resources to provide an education to these students 
and support their families. 

In this chapter, I review literature discussing the impact of culture on reading and 
comprehension. I begin by discussing what culture entails as well as exploring how students’ 
brains use this information at school. Next, I address the language domains and the role they play 
in helping English Language Learners become proficient. I use this discussion to also highlight a 
few theorists’ perspectives on how learning and reading comprehension is impacted by the 
development of the language domains. Finally, the chapter ends with a discussion of the benefits 
of culture on learning and some suggestions of strategies teachers can implement in ELL 


classrooms. 


Culture 
Culture plays a vital role in tradition and heritage; it is a group people's way of life and 
defines identity and supports morals and family norms. "Culture is the acquired knowledge 


people use to interpret experience and generate behavior" (LaMorte, 2016). Additionally, culture 


is directly linked with the brain's function. The brain uses cultural information daily to make 
meaning of the events happening around us. According to Hammond (2015), “there are three 
levels of culture: surface, shallow and deep" (p. 22). The surface level is made up of observable 
and concrete elements of culture such as food, dress, music, and holiday (Hammond, 2015). This 
level of culture has a low emotional charge so that changes don't create great anxiety in a person 
or group (Hammond, 2015). Students come to the classroom with basic knowledge about the 
elements of their culture; however, unlike the surface level of culture, the shallow level has 
unspoken rules that supports interactions and norms (Hammond, 2015). This is where students 
have their deep cultural values, and they also learn to build rapport and trust (Hammond, 2015). 
At this level, it is important to maintain a bond with students as it aids in communication, and 
sense of belonging as well as emotional stability (Hammond, 2015). Finally at the deep level of 
the culture, according to Hammond (2015), “this level is made up of tacit knowledge and 
unconscious assumptions that govern our worldview. At the deep cultural level, our brain is 
encoding itself with the particular worldview we will carry into our formative years" (Hammond, 
2015, p. 23). 

When teachers become aware of these three levels of culture, they begin to understand 
how students adapt to their new environments and eventually to learning. Building relationships 
with students is important in order for teachers to break the communication barrier. Peregoy and 
Boyle (2017) explained that "there are three initial steps to take when a new student arrives. First 
of all, begin to find out basic facts about the student and secondly, obtain as much information 
about the student's prior school experiences as possible" (p. 8). Peregoy and Boyle (2017) cited 
Ovando, Collier and Combs (2012); Saville-Troike (1978), “the third suggestion is to become 


aware of basic features of the home culture, such as religious beliefs and customs, food 


preferences and restrictions, and roles and responsibilities of children and adults" (p. 

9). Knowing that the student population is so diverse, teachers can assist the learning process by 
integrating culture into the classroom and in the different subject areas. Educators need to bridge 
students' learning gaps by teaching students the cognitive skills (Hammond, 2015). 

It is also important that teachers reflect on their own cultural backgrounds to discover 
how it affects their strategies, attitudes, and beliefs in their classroom and in their lesson 
planning. Hammond (2015) cited Marshall (2002), “in reality, if teachers want to be successful 
in their work with culturally diverse students, they must first accept and understand themselves 
as cultural beings" (p. 56). As teachers reflect on their practices, this should positively impact the 
activities planned for students; the activities will then be more inclusive, and allow students to 
feel comfortable, and validated in the classroom as they develop their language and literacy skills 
(Hammond, 2015). 

While teachers play a role in implementing culture in the curriculum, it is essential that 
parents are also involved in their child(ren)'s education. Parents and families are usually the first 
teachers that students will encounter and are responsible for teaching the native language to 
children as they develop. According to Lareau (1987), “parents who agreed with administrators’ 
and teachers' definition of partnership appeared to offer an educational advantage to their 
children; parents who turned over the responsibility of education to the professional could 
negatively affect their child's school" (p.76-77). Building positive family-school relationships 


helps students to develop better social and academic skills (Lareau, 1987). 


Language Domains 


To become proficient in any language, it is important to develop and build on the four 
language domains: speaking, listening, writing and reading. ELLs often excel in one or two of 
these areas before mastering all four (California Department of Education, 2022). When learning 
a foreign language, lessons are usually created to balance the four areas of the language domain. 
According to Dema and Moeller (2012), “Although foreign languages may be no longer taught 
as a compendium of rules through drills and contrived dialogues, culture is still often taught 


separately and not integrated in the process of foreign language learning" (p. 77). 


Speaking and Listening 

As children develop, their gender, age, race as well as their socioeconomic backgrounds 
affect the way they speak. Usually, their first words are from environmental factors (Study.com, 
2021). Many children communicate their first word at a few months. According to Johnson 
(2010), “the verbal environment influences language learning. Children who hear an unusually 
high proportion of examples of a language form learn that form faster than children who receive 
ordinary input" (p. 3). Kramsch (2000) explained that “the term second language (L2) is 
generally used to characterize languages acquired in natural or instructional settings, by 
immigrants or professionals in the country of which that language is the national language" (p. 


315). Speech patterns vary as we acquire or develop identities. 


Reading and Writing 
Olson (2020) best explained that *writing, form of human communication by means of a 
set of visible marks that are related, by convention, to some particular structural level 


of language" (p. 1). Writing involves putting your thoughts and ideas into meaningful sentences 


and paragraphs. In order to do this, the brain must be able to make association with letters and 


words. It also must have the capacity to read and make meaning (Olson, 2020). 


Theories, Backgrounds, & Perspectives 

There are several perspectives and ideas regarding culture and how students learn. One 
theory is The Behaviorist Theory. Skinner (1957) is a known behaviorist theorist whose central 
idea is that adults are often imitated by children; children's actions, speech and behaviors are 
learned by watching adults. With these environmental factors in mind, this pioneer, argued that 
children's language stems from associating words with meanings (Lemetyinen, 2012). Using 
positive reinforcement of the accurate utterances, a child is able to make sense of what is 
communicated to him/her, and to appreciate the value of language (Lemetyinen, 2012). 

After years of development and research, The Theory of Innateness emerged. This theory 
discussed the child's brain looking at special language-learning mechanisms present at birth. The 
Innateness Theory, developed and supported by Chomsky (1959), asserted that children had an 
inborn ability for language acquisition. According to Cowie (2017), “һе argued that human 
linguistic behavior is determined by two factors: (1) the current features of the environment 
impinging on the speaker, and (11) the speaker's history of reinforcement" (p.2). Language was a 
“built in" feature for children as the brain contained linguistic information as they development 
from conception (Cowie, 2017). Language learning was described as a natural process as 
children interpret speech as because the brain has the capacity from the neural circuits (Cowie, 
2017). 

Chomsky (1959) established that the human languages share common principles. Due to 


this, researchers started to suggest that instead of having a language-specific mechanism for 
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language processing, children might utilize general cognitive and learning principles. Whereas 
researchers approaching the language acquisition problem from the perspective of Universal 
Grammar argue for early full productivity, i.e. early adult-like knowledge of language, the 
opposing constructivist researchers argued for a more gradual developmental process 
(Lemetyinen, 2012). 

While we can accept that culture plays a vital role in a child's development, it is also 
pivotal to look at another perspective of how children think. Some children draw inferences from 
their surroundings and develop their understanding through these inferences (Kispal, 2008). The 
Cognitive Theory reflects this view on child development and learning. Piaget (1952) is the 
known theorist associated with the cognitive theory and argued that children must understand a 
concept before they can learn the particular language form that expresses that concept. 
According to McLeod (2022), “Schemas are the basic building blocks of such cognitive models, 
and enable us to form a mental representation of the world" (p. 3). According to Cliffside Malibu 
(2021), “Ше cognitive language acquisition theory uses the idea that children are born with very 
little cognitive abilities, meaning that they are not able to recognize or process very much 
information." When babies are born, they have very small scope of mental processes, and must 
be developed over time. As the child begins to get older, he or she starts developing a cognitive 
process by means of the experiences that occur in the child's life (Cliffside Malibu, 2021). 

These three theories have highlighted advantages and disadvantages for ELLs; thus, as an 
educator it is important that we reflect and carefully implement strategies according to the 
learners’ needs. Within the classroom, it is important to consider students’ academic, social and 
cultural backgrounds along with their literacy development through the cultural, social, and 


historical context (Hammond, 2015). 
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Culture has already been established by the family and has paved the way for early social 
and interactive skills that will work together to help develop children conceptualize their 
environments. According to Wertsch (1985), “Vygotsky’s idea of the famous zones of proximal 
development (ZPD) has to do with the manner in which we arrange the environment such that 
the child can reach higher or more abstract ground from which to reflect, ground on which he is 
enabled to be more conscious" (p. 24). 

Vygotsky, the literary pioneer, believed in placing more emphasis on culture as a basis 
for cognitive development. In this interactionist theory, Vygotsky asserted that human 
development is a socially mediated process in which children acquire their cultural values, 
beliefs, and problem-solving strategies through collaborative dialogues with more 
knowledgeable members of society (McLeod, 2018). Vygotsky's theory is comprised of concepts 
such as culture-specific tools, private speech, and the ZPD (McLeod, 2018). 

The zone of proximal development is an important concept that relates to the difference 
between what a child can achieve independently and what a child can achieve with guidance and 
encouragement from a skilled partner. According to Cliffside Malibu (2021), “The ZPD agrees 
with many aspects of the sociocultural theory of language acquisition in league with the inherent 
theory. Using the environment to create the basis of the linguistic skills that are necessary, an 
individual moderates the level of language ability that is needed" (p. 7). As educators having 
useful knowledge of our students' backgrounds/culture will help planning to be more effective; 


students will be able to better make sense of the information presented to them. 


Impact/Benefits of Culture on Learning 
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According to Drexel University's School of Education (2022), "cultural diversity in the 
classroom is on the rise. In our increasingly diverse and multicultural society, it's more important 
than ever for teachers to incorporate culturally responsive instruction in the classroom- whether 
teaching elementary school, middle school or high school students" (p.1). Language and culture 
are intertwined; there needs to be a balance in order to achieve proficiency. 

Yu (2020) highlighted that “language is a symbolic system of human communication and 
also a part of the conventional culture. Languages are the carrier of cultures, so a society's 
language is an aspect of its culture. Culture and language influence each other. Every language is 
part of a culture and every culture is part of a language" (p. 944). Language is also considered as 
a "carrier of culture." Language actually plays an important role in preserving a culture, 
traditions and heritage, which in the long run, helps the culture to stay alive (passed on to 
generations) (Yu, 2020). Both language and culture are vitally important and dependent on each 
other. 

Like our identities, our culture differs. As teachers plan engaging lessons to help ELLs 
develop/ explore all language domains, it is important that students are able to make connections 
and make meaning from the academic concepts (Hammond, 2015). The activities should aid in 
developing the whole child- academically and socially. These activities should range from 
encouraging students to make association with visual interpretation, using clues, and eventually 
problem solving. Yu (2020) argued that “to become qualified communicator in a second or 
foreign culture, learners need to be taught to become sensitive observers, use proper language. 
Learning to pay attention to interaction can make learners to make well-informed choices of 


behaviors when they are communicating with members of a second or foreign culture" (p. 945). 
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When culture is incorporated into the curriculum, students will develop a sense of 
empathy; in fact, students will develop a mind-shift and self-efficacy as well as they learn and 
express new emotions as well as appreciation (Hammond, 2015). According to Muniz (2019), 
“we also know from neuroscience research that culture drives how brains process information; 
for instance, students who share strong oral traditions are primed to learn new information best 
through music and storytelling" (p. 3). As teachers explore cultural diversity, they can consider 
the perspective that it offers an opportunity to employ their students’ strengths in the lessons and 
activities. Muniz (2019) reasoned that “опе study of 315 middle and high schoolers, for instance, 
students who reported experiences with culturally responsive teaching practices expressed a 
deeper sense of racial identity. A trove of studies favorably link racial and ethnic pride and 
belonging to school engagement, interest in learning, and even better grades" (p. 6). Through 
these kinds of activities, students will build a bond and will be more comfortable, and confident 
and will feel safe as they flourish in the classroom (Drexel University School of Education, 


2022). 


Strategies for teachers to implement in the classroom for ELLs 

A teacher's approach is how the teacher sees the problem and the steps he or she consider 
to execute the task; in the classroom, an educator's approach should also be carefully planned 
and executed in the students' interests. The strategies that we implement in the learning process 
are important to the outcome of learning. According to Yu (2020), “їо be effective and to help 
students achieve communicative competence, the teaching and the learning of culture need to 
become a dialogue between the source and the target culture. There are several instructional 


strategies that can be employed to achieve our goals in teaching culture in SLA/FLA" (p. 945). 
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Yu (2020) suggested that "learning styles focus on individual difference, while culture 
focuses on what a group of individuals have in common. People learn how to learn within their 
cultural circumstance, i.e. the cultural learning styles are learned in families and through other 
social relationships before children are old enough to attend school" (p. 946). Thus, when 
teachers choose appropriate resources or materials for the lesson, it maximizes student 
engagement and fosters learning. 

Students should also have the opportunity to interact with resources in the classroom 
independently. Thus, having a variety of materials (books and literature) in the classroom will 
pique curiosity, expand vocabulary, and help students to develop language skills like reading and 
speaking skills (Hammond, 2015). Being offered independent reading time or scheduled during 
free time, students may select the educational material they want to read and will also enjoy the 
option of not necessarily having the teacher telling them what to read. Pawlak (2021) cited 
Loewen and Reinders (2011) stated that “it has been argued that grammar teaching should focus 
on structures that learners are ready to acquire in the sense that they have reached the requisite 
developmental stage and are capable of performing the necessary processing operations, either 
because this structure has become part of their implicit knowledge or at the very least its use has 
been highly automatized" (p. 887). 

Another strategy that can be implemented by teachers is to use community building and 
create centers in the classroom which highlight the diverse composition of the class. In these 
centers or corners, teachers can use maps, globes, and pictures of the various students' cultures. 
According to Gillon and Macfarlane (2017), “culturally responsive teaching practices, however, 


frequently draw upon aspects of the ecological and psychological domain in considering how 
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best to support children's reading development in a manner relevant to their cultural identity, 
context, and indigenous knowledge" (p. 166). 

As students interact with classroom texts, teachers are encouraged to label the items in 
their classrooms so that students can make the relevant connections. Establishing a word wall 
along with the reading corner is essential. This will assist with encoding and decoding. 
Incorporating these items and linking them to students’ native language aids build cultural 
awareness. Students will appreciate the connection as it supports their phonological awareness 


and the association with print and speech. (Gillon and Macfarlane, 2017) 


Conclusion 

Culture is an important aspect of our identities. It also is a fundamental part of how we 
learn. Cultural backgrounds add diversity and uniqueness to every classroom setting. They also 
add variety to the activities in the classroom as the teacher plans and executes the lessons with 
the diverse backgrounds in mind. Designing and implementing strategies to assist ELLs in 
reaching their maximum proficiency requires the inclusion of their culture. As these strategies 
are carefully reviewed, teachers will become more culturally responsive and develop a better 


understanding of how implement culture in the classroom. 


Chapter 3: Project Design 


In this chapter, I outline the rationale for creating and implementing a professional 
development (PD) session/workshop for elementary school teachers in order to bring recognition 
to and expand their knowledge of the impact of culture on reading, comprehension, and learning. 
With the growing numbers of ELLs being enrolled in schools, it is essential that these students 
become proficient at reading, writing, speaking, and listening in the English language. However, 
often ELLs are from different cultural backgrounds which may pose a language barrier or 
challenge to the learning process. The way of life, traditions and culture of students impact their 
ability to comprehend academic materials. Developing students’ comprehension abilities is a 
fundamental skill necessary for the reading process. To become a successful proficient reader, 
students must be able to adapt to their new environment by learning how to speak the new 
language. 

Our cultures give us our identities. As educators, it is important to help students preserve 
and promote their identities. Culture is an important foundation of learning; thus, it is important 
that teachers are knowledgeable of the role it plays in education. According to Yan (2018), 
"there are two main viewpoints when investigating the relationship between language and 
cultural identity in foreign countries. One view is that language is a key factor in cultural identity 
and has a positive impact on cultural identity" (p. 28). I became knowledgeable about this when I 
experienced culture shock during my first year of being an international educator. Migrating to a 
new country meant that I needed to adapt to learning this new way of life. I was faced with 
students who spoke different languages, and traditions and practices that were different from 


what I had experienced back home, as well as just feeling out of place. I have also witnessed 
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many of ту ELL students experiencing this same culture shock; I could tell how frustrating it 
was as they tried to adjust. Students, along with their families, were afraid of being labeled. 
Additionally, while education is a main priority for many, it is not the main priority of all ELL 
families, even though their aim is to give the best to their children and watch them succeed. 
Parents and teachers both want ELL students to succeed academically, and teachers can share 
their approaches with parents so they can collaborate on ways to continue culturally responsive 
teaching outside of the classroom (Western Governors University, 2021). 

One suggested strategy of this PD is for teachers to create a culturally inclusive 
environment or classroom for the different learners and promote independent interaction among 
students. This will help to promote cultural diversity as students explore and become aware of 
different cultures. Many schools have a media center or a school's library, but a classroom 
collection of books and learning resources is essential for closer interactions among students. 
This helps to provide learners with materials that are considered at and above their reading levels 
to expand their knowledge. The goal is to help learners expand their literacy capabilities as they 
interact with the resources. Expanding students' knowledge/vocabulary will yield superb results 
with the development of reading and comprehension; students will readily make associations 
with pictures, words and phrases. Establishing literacy corners, centers, library or an 
international classroom community can also bring students' awareness with new cultures as well 
as help students make connections to their culture and language. Catapano, Fleming and Elias 
(2009) cited Fountas and Pinnell (2001), 

stress the importance of building a varied collection so students can develop their reading 


skills as well as expand their worlds. Classroom libraries should include a variety of texts 
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of various formats, genres, and types, including texts that can be applied to study in a 

range of content areas. (p. 62) 

As teachers explore the role of being a warm demander, as explained by Hammond 
(2015), teachers should hold students to high expectations as they provide the relevant 
supporting skills. With this strategy in place, students will be aware of the expectations and work 
towards achieving literacy proficiency. My aim is to provide elementary grade teachers with the 
knowledge to implement strategies for ELLs to develop proficiency in all language domains to 
achieve better results in reading and comprehension. Many may argue that all learners are 
unique; therefore, teachers should plan accordingly and differentiate activities, content, and 
strategies for best results. Teachers can implement culture into the curriculum as they explore 
different themes for the semesters. For example, using calendar holidays to promote cultures in 
the classroom. 

With the wealth of knowledge gained through the PD, teachers will be well equipped to 
facilitate student learning and help students maximize their full potential. Both learners and 
teachers have role to play in the learning process. Murray and Christison (2011) explained that 
"roles have interpersonal attributes because teachers and learners bring with them to the 
classroom beliefs about and attitudes towards status and position, and all the participants have 
their own value systems and personalities" (p. 49). The outcome of this workshop is that teachers 
will be able to develop a better understanding of how to be more culturally responsive. 

Culture should not just be promoted in the classroom; however, it should also be 
promoted at the school. As culturally responsive teachers, acknowledging and promoting cultural 
days/ holidays, family engagement nights or engaging the school in cultural activities will offer 


ELL families hospitality and appreciation of their cultures as well as incorporating this into 
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morning meetings when students gather will help to bring awareness to the diversity among 
students. These strategies will help to build a bond among all stakeholders (children, parents, 
school administration). According to Western Governors University (2021), 

this approach is especially important for students of color and diverse students, whose 

experiences don't often get the spotlight in the classroom. By embracing culturally 

responsive teaching, teachers can create learning environments that are multicultural and 
more supportive of each student's ability to learn, while empowering them and helping 

them develop stronger academic skills. (p. 2) 

In a culturally responsive classroom students will develop skills and become responsible for their 
own learning. Culturally responsive teachers help students become independent learners. 

To help struggling students become independent learners, teachers need to understand the 
importance of what students are expected to learn. Students who struggle with being independent 
will need scaffolding; they should be guided toward achieving academic goals. Encouraging 
students to set goals will help them recognize the importance of being successful. For the 
teacher, implementing metacognition strategies in the classroom will foster critical thinking and 
boost learning independence, 

This PD workshop will assist both students and teachers in the classroom. Teachers will 
be able to plan accordingly for the different learners, cultural backgrounds, and levels of 
proficiency of their students. With the students’ interests being foremost, they will feel 
appreciated and develop a sense of belonging in the classroom as they overcome the culture 


shock. 


Chapter 4: The Project 


This project is designed as a professional development (PD) workshop to bring awareness 
to teachers so that they are better able to assist ELLs at the elementary grade levels. The PD is 
geared towards highlighting learning strategies that can be incorporated into the classroom and 
curriculum. Both teachers and students will benefit from the workshop as teachers will be able to 
plan effectively and efficiently and better engage students in the classroom. The learners’ 
profiles and interests will be recognized as teachers will take on the role of becoming a culturally 
responsive educator. Students being the priority, will feel more comfortable and open to learning. 

This project will include a multimedia presentation (google slides) and a sample lesson 
plan, which will be added to the appendix. There will be four sections of this PD presentation: 
(1) the initial section will introduce culture and highlight migration; (2) the second section of the 
workshop will focus on the impact culture has on learning; (3) the third section will highlight a 
suggested list of strategies that can be used to integrate culture while teaching ELLs; and (4) 
finally, the fourth section of the PD will refer to a sample lesson plan that teachers can use as a 


guide for planning. 


Section I 

Section I introduces the concept of culture and migration. The PD will be interactive, and 
teachers will be led to reflect on their own family heritages, traditions and customs. As they 
reflect, teachers will be encouraged to share some of their own upbringing, highlighting 
important family activities and memories. Figure 4.1 (Appendix A, Slide 1) will be shared with 


the participants. 
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WHAT IS CULTURES 
—— CULTURE PLAYS A VITAL ROLE IN TRADITION AND 
-P HERITAGE; IT IS A GROUP PEOPLE'S WAY OF LIFE AND 
DEFINES IDENTITY AND SUPPORTS MORALS AND FAMILY 
NORMS. “CULTURE IS THE ACQUIRED KNOWLEDGE PEOPLE 
USE TO INTERPRET EXPERIENCE AND GENERATE 


BEHAVIOR. (LAMORTE, 2016). ADDITIONALLY, CULTURE IS 
DIRECTLY LINKED WITH THE BRAIN S FUNCTION. 


Figure 4.1: Defining Culture 


MIGRATION 


“SINCE THE EARLIEST TIMES, HUMANITY HAS BEEN ON THE MOVE. SOME PEOPLE 
MOVE IN SEARCH OF WORK OR ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES, TO JOIN FAMILY, OR TO 
STUDY. OTHERS MOVE TO ESCAPE CONFLICT, PERSECUTION, TERRORISM, OR 
HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS. STILL OTHERS MOVE IN RESPONSE TO THE ADVERSE 
EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE, NATURAL DISASTERS, OR OTHER ENVIRONMENTAL 

FACTORS THE UNITED Nations (2022). 


EXTERNAL MIGRATION INTERNAL MIGRATION 
NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC 
(2022), “THE MOVEMENT OF Society (2022), THE 

MOVEMENT OF PEOPLE FROM 

ONE AREA IN A COUNTRY OR 

NATION TO ANOTHER. 


PEOPLE TO ANOTHER NATION OR 
COUNTRY." 


Figure 4.2: What is Migration? 


To help teachers make the relevant connections, Section I will guide teachers to reflect on 
the difficulties inherent in moving from one place to another and trying to adjust (Figure 4.2, 
Appendix A, Slide 2). Figure 4.3 (Appendix A, Slides 3 and 4) will highlight an unfamiliar text 


for the participants as they attempt to read and make meaning from the text. Using the “back-to- 
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back" protocol, participants will stand back- to-back with a partner as they attempt to read the 
excerpt. After approximately five minutes, they will be instructed to turn face-to-face and discuss 
what they have understood from the passage. Following this, the whole group will share and the 
teachers will be expected to describe the experience of reading and comprehending a passage in 
an unfamiliar language. This will highlight the challenges ELLs face as they relocate to a new 


learning environment and learn a new language. 
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Figure 4.3: Excerpt from “Colored Fairytale" by Grandpa Frank 
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As the participants grapple with the unfamiliar text, they will be encouraged to view the 
learning pit. This diagram depicts the challenges and how using positive affirmations can help 


learners to overcome obstacles. See figure 4.4 (Appendix A, Slide 5). 


5 The Learning Pit ` 
earning 
1 ~ 


Academic mindset Information 
regulates emotions This te stupid sample and processing lifts us up 
& manages negative out of the pit as we 
make meaning 
We must go into Жш. мр of new learning 
the pit calm г 


and ready. EE 


Productive Struggle 


Figure 4.4: The Learning Pit (Adapted from Hammond, 2020) 

The brain is a unique organ of the body. In the workshop, teachers will be instructed on 
how new information is processed in the brain (as outlined in Figures 4.5 and 4.6 in Appendix A, 
Slides 6 and 7). As the brain processes and interprets information, it is important for teachers to 
be aware of how these functionalities occur. Learners are encouraged to be in control and be the 
driver of their own brains. According to Dirksen (2012), “successful learning involves encoding 
and retrieval —memory in and memory out. Remembering is a necessary first step, but you need 


to be able to retrieve, manipulate, combine, and innovate with the information you remember" 


(p. 84). 
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_» 


Figure 4.5: The Brain & Learning (adapted from WordPress.com- Mantlemarketing, 2014) 


THE BRAIN IS A POWERFUL TOOL AND KNOWING HOW IT WORKS IS IMPORTANT. AS INFORHATIO 
ИЕ ЕИ М ШПНЕ TRUE DI КИ ШШ 


TH |, THE BRAIN WILL FOCUS ON WHAT IS IMPORTANT. IT CAN HELP TO THINK O 
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. PARTS OF THE PLANT (THE BRAIN). THE MORE YOU W 
_ GROW AND THE PLANT CAN FLOURISH. 


^ - 


Figure 4.6: Brain Processing 


Section II 


After the foundation and introduction of the PD have been delivered in Section I, the 
second section of the workshop will focus on the impact culture has on learning. Teachers will 


be led to explore the impact learners' cultures have on them and their ability to be successful in 


the classroom. Figure 4.7 (Appendix A, Slide 8) will be shared with the participants to bring 


awareness. 
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CULTURE PLAYS A VITAL ROLE IN A CHILD S DEVELOPMENT; 
IT IS ALSO PIVOTAL TO LOOK AT ANOTHER PERSPECTIVE OF 
HOW CHILDREN THINK. SOME CHILDREN DRAW INFERENCES 
FROM THEIR SURROUNDINGS AND DEVELOP THEIR 
UNDERSTANDING THROUGH THESE INFERENCES (KisPAL, 
2008). 


Figure 4.7: Role of Culture in Learning 


Throughout this section of the PD, teachers will be engaged in an interactive activity 
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brainstorming possible impacts and benefits that ELLs’ cultures play in the learners’ reading and 


comprehension. This activity will be done in the form of *snowballing". Teachers will write their 


opinions on a sticky note, roll it in a ball and toss it in the air. They will choose a random sticky 


note from the floor and reflect on the idea written on that sticky note. As a whole group, 
individuals will be asked to share the ideas on the notes collected. Figures 4.8, 4.9 and 4.10 


(Appendix A, Slides 9, 10 and 11) will be used to guide the participants after the whole group 


share out is completed. 


CULTURE & LEARNING 
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STUDENTS LEARNING. FOR EXAMPLE, LEARNERS FROH DIFERENT CULTURES MAY 
HAVE DIFFERENT VIEWS ON CLASSROOH BEHAVIOR, INCLUDING STUDENT-TEACHER 
INTERACTIONS, AND DIFERENT VIEWS ON THE VALUE OF EDUCATION. CULTURAL 
DIFFERENCES CAN ALSO АҤЕСТ HOW STUDENTS UNDERSTAND CONTENT BECAUSE 
STUDENTS MAY NOT HAVE THE COMMON CULTURAL EXPERIENCES NEEDED TO 
COMPREHEND A TEXT (A GLoBAL EDUCATIO 


How DOES CULTURE IMPACT 
LEARNING? 


LANGUAGE DOMAINS: SPEAKING, LISTENING, 
У, WRITING AND READING. 
STEREOTYPING AND EXPECTATIONS 


BELIEFS AND VALUES 
SUPPORT SYSTEMS 


Ф, 
+? 


©, Ф, Ф, 
vt ow ow 


Figure 4.9: Impacts & Benefits of Culture on Reading and Comprehension 
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Figure 4.10: All the Components of An Effective Learning Environment (Adapted from 


William, 2019) 


For teachers to develop a sense of cultural responsiveness, they need to be aware of the 


roles. Figure 4.11 (Appendix A slide 12) will highlight the framework for culturally responsive 


teaching. 
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Figure 4.11: Role as a Culturally Responsive Teacher (Adapted from Hammond, 2015) 
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Section III 

The third section will highlight strategies that can be used to integrate culture while 
teaching ELLs. With the previous activities explored in this PD, teachers will reflect on their 
educational and teaching experiences. As they reflect, they will think about what they wished 
their previous teachers knew about them and an activity they wished their teachers included in 
the lessons. This activity is designed to help teachers develop a sense of empathy as they put 
themselves in the shoes of their learners. Figure 4.12 (Appendix A, Slide 13) will be shared with 


the participants as they reflect. 


DEVELOP LEARNER PROfILES FOR EACH STUDENT. 

CREATE AN INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY CORNER TO HIGHLIGHT 
DIFERENT CULTURAL GROUPS. 

ALLOW STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN CULTURAL ACTIVITIES AND PRACTICES 
DURING MORNING MEETINGS. 

BUILD A CLASSROOM COLLECTION, CENTER OR STATION WITH A VARIETY 
OF CULTURAL RESOURCES/TEXTS. 

CELEBRATE CULTURAL AND CALENDAR HOLIDAYS IN THE CLASSROOM. 
INTEGRATE CULTURAL STORIES/THEMES IN LESSONS AND ACTIVITIES. 


Figure 4.12: Strategies for Integrating Culture in the Classroom 


Section IV 
Finally, the fourth section of the PD will refer to a sample lesson plan that teachers can 
use as a guide. Being exposed to a variety of strategies aimed at engaging diverse learners will 


help teachers explore how to put these practices in a lesson plan. A sample plan will be shared 
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with them and they will also be challenged to work in teams to create their own lesson plans 
integrating culture. Teachers will be grouped according to grade levels when they engage in this 


activity. Figure 4.13 (Appendix A, Slide 14) reflects the sample lesson plan. 


PLAN 


EEC 


Figure 4.13: Sample Lesson Plan 


Conclusion 
At the end of the PD workshop, teachers will be led to explore the 3-2-1 model to reflect 


and make future plans for implementation. See figure 4.14 (Appendix A, Slide 15), 


a 


3 THINGS | HAVE LEARNED TODAY 


2 THINGS | REALLY ENJOYED 


41 THING | WANT TO IMPLEMENT IN MY 
CLASSROOM 


Figure 4. 14: 3-2-1 Reflection 


Chapter 5: Conclusion 


Being in a new environment, surrounded by unfamiliar elements (people and cultures) 
can be very overwhelming for anyone, especially children. It also becomes very stressful because 
the expectation is often to quickly adjust or “б in”. Thus, as mangers of our classroom, it 
extremely important for teachers to be culturally responsive and provide a conducive learning 
environment for these ELLs who are going through a challenging adjustment. Teachers must 
recognize that all students are different learners with unique interests, and backgrounds and that 
students' cultures play an integral part in their learning processes. 

Conducting this research, I have become aware of the growing numbers of migrant 
families in the United States each year. Many families migrate for specific reasons: job 
opportunities, education, crime and violence, among others. With this knowledge, I became 
aware of and more reflective about the importance of creating a welcoming, culturally inclusive 
classroom to promote literacy development and help students become aware of cultural diversity. 
This process made me more empathetic and enthusiastic about lesson planning and execution. It 
has also made me more knowledgeable about different cultures. 

This research was designed to bring awareness to elementary school teachers and help 
them to promote culturally responsive teaching and learning in the classroom because ELLs 
often experience culture shock which may negatively impact their academic performance and 
social interactions. This is made worse because many teachers do not recognize the significant 
impact culture plays in a child's literacy development. A professional development (PD) 
workshop session and a sample lesson plan incorporating the theme of culture into the activities 


were designed to share with teachers. This PD exposes the participants to the elements of culture, 
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the theories and perspectives regarding culture and learning and the strategies that сап be 
employed within the school and classroom communities. 

My hope, with this research and professional development workshop, is that all 
stakeholders (school, teachers, students and families) will be able to take advantage of the 
strategies. Both school administrators and teachers will develop a sense of understanding 
regarding how to make ELLs' new environments more inclusive. Thus, the teachers will plan 
more informed, engaging and culturally-responsive lessons for students. Likewise, the teachers 
will be able to provide more cultural resources within the classroom for student interaction. For 
students, my hope is that they will make connections with their culture as well as learn more 
about cultural diversity as they explore the different materials offered by their teachers. 
Participants should be able to make deeper connections with their students and reduce inequality 
among students; all students deserve support according to their needs. 

I also hope that these activities will help students expand their vocabularies, 
comprehension, and develop their speaking, listening, reading and writing skills, thus achieving 
or working towards language proficiency. Additionally, families will feel more valued and 
welcomed to the new country or environment and not stereotyped. Students will greatly benefit; 
they will develop critical thinking skills, participate more, and build their self-confidence. I 
would like for the elements of my research to be used to lower the communication barrier among 
all parties as it paints a positive picture when they work together. 

This research should not be considered a one-time event or simple answer, as there is 
room for improvement and suggestions, as well as follow-up education. In order to continue 
promoting cultural responsiveness and awareness of the impact of culture on reading and 


comprehension, teachers will need more education, professional development and training on 
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how to be innovative in the classroom. Teachers will need more access to resources for schools 


and for their classrooms in order to be able to provide a print-rich environment for their learners. 
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Subject: Social Studies 


Central Focus: Culture and Content-Values and 
Beliefs 


Essential Standard/Common Core 
Objective: 


4. B.1.2: Explain how the values and 
beliefs of various indigenous, religious, 
and racial groups have contributed to the 
development of North Carolina. 


Grade: 4 


Lesson duration: 1 hour 


Daily Lesson Objective: Students will be able to share or express cultures, values and beliefs. 


21 Century Skills: Collaboration, 
communication 


Academic Language Demand (Language 
Function and Vocabulary): Beliefs, values, 
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explain, express, share, discuss 


cultures, traditions, morals, customs, important, 


Prior Knowledge: Students are aware of the important traditions, beliefs and values of their 


families. 


Description of audience (class composition): There are 19 students (9 girls and 10 boys) 
making up the class. Of the 19 students, 4 are ELLs but only 1 receives pull out services. 
There are also 3 Special Education students who get pull out services. 


Activity Description of Activities and Setting Time 

- To introduce the vocabulary, the teacher will use word cards | 10 mins 
to identify the vocabulary. The students will be prompted to 
share what they know about the words. 

1. Focus and - The teacher will use the words beliefs and values in 

Review/Warm Up | sentences and then guide students to brainstorm some of their 

Activity beliefs and values. 
- Using the back-to-back/ face-to-face protocol, students will 
share their responses with a partner as the teacher monitors 
the conversations. 

2. f 

зан mente The students will explore/discuss the culture of different 

Dbjecaretor roups as well as identify their own values and beliefs 

Student sai 4 | 
- The teacher will explore the read aloud text using the Epic! | 10 mins 
App. 

3. Teacher - Students will be introduced to different cultures in the USA 

Input/Introduction | that are mentioned in the book and then discuss their 


cultures. https://www.getepic.com/app/read/52801 
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Students will listen to a read aloud of the book “This is The 15-20 
Rope" and then will be engaged in a whole group discussion | mins 
to orally answer the following questions highlighting the 
values and beliefs of the characters: 
1. What did it feel like to have to move? 
2. What do you think the people in the book missed the 
most? 
4. Guided Practice 3. Where did the girl's grandma skip Tope? 
4. When grandma and grandpa were in their new home 
how did they use the rope? 
5. How did mama use the rope to make friends? 
6. Why did mama keep the rope on the piano? 
7. What did mama, grandma, and the girl all use the rope 
to do? 
8. Why do you think mama, grandma, and the girl kept 
the rope for so long? What does it mean to them? 
- With the focus now centered on the Hispanic culture, 15-20 
students will be guided to talk about Cinco de Mayo. mins 


5. Independent 
Practice 


- Students will be asked to share their knowledge about it and 
how their families acknowledge this day. 


- Students will be led to explore the history of Cinco de Mayo 
and its importance by using the Epic! App. 
https://www.getepic.com/app/read/18586 


- Based on the text, students will write 3-4 sentences about 
why Cinco de Mayo is important to the Hispanic culture. 


6. Assessment 


Methods of АП Discussion, short answers to prompts, paper & pencil worksheet 
Objectives/skills 

5 mins 
7. To wrap up the activity, students will be encouraged to share 
Closure/Summative 


at least 1 important family value or belief and add it to the 
culture tree chart. 
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8. Assessment 
Results of АП 


The expectation is that 75-80% of the class will achieve mastery of the 
Objectives/skills 


objective listed. 


Targeted Students Modifications/Accommodations: 


ELL & Special Education students will use sentence stems or a word bank to write their 
sentences explaining why Cinco de Mayo is important and will draw a picture to represent it. 


Materials/Technology: word cards, Epic! App read alouds, chromebooks/laptops, projector, 
speakers, anchor chart (culture tree) 


Reflection on Lesson: 


Slide #14 


3 THINGS | HAVE LEARNED TODAY 


2 TuiNGS | REALLY ENJOYED 


4 THING | WANT TO IMPLEMENT IN MY 
CLASSROOH 


= Я 


Slide #15 
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